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Welfare reform, initiated with the passage of the Personal Respon-
sibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) of 1996, 
has been one of several initiatives at the federal level that aims to de-
volve policymaking to the state and local governmental levels. Other 
initiatives have come in the areas of federal job service and training, 
health care, and other social services (Watson and Gold 1997). Propo-
nents argue that devolution makes state and local governments more at-
tuned to the specific needs of their local constituencies than they would 
be under a single, large, and distant federal bureaucracy. The literature 
on reinventing government frames a debate on the extent to which state 
and local governments can act as policy “entrepreneurs” in shaping the 
behavior of others. This article offers a view of how this specifically 
has been done by New York City with community colleges that train 
welfare recipients. 
Those who promote greater governmental effectiveness through 
the reinvention process argue that local governmental systems can be-
come more responsive and efficient if exposed to market pressures and 
competition (Osborne and Gaebler 1992; Watson and Gold 1997; Be-
sharov and Samari 1999; Kazis and Seltzer 2000). The federal govern-
ment creates such pressures through “fiscal federalism,” a process by 
which states are given greater responsibilities for program outcomes, 
accompanied by smaller amounts in block grant funding (Steuerle and 
Mermin 1997). This places incentives on state and local governments to 
become more efficient in service delivery. One way to achieve greater 
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efficiency and citizen responsiveness is to begin contracting out service 
provision to non- or for-profit enterprises. In this way, governments be-
come entrepreneurial, argue Osborne and Gaebler (1992) and achieve 
desired policy outcomes through “steering,” or shaping the performance 
of outside service providers, rather than through “rowing,” or provid-
ing direct services. Governments steer by setting policy goals and then 
designing rewards and sanctions to push service providers to achieve 
the goals. Contractors receive program funding only upon achieving 
stipulated benchmark goals, regardless of the level of service provided. 
In this way, a local government can become “a skillful buyer, leverag-
ing the activities of multiple service providers to meet public policy 
objectives” (Kazis and Seltzer 2000, p. 10).
In the area of welfare reform, in addition to becoming entrepre-
neurial, governments also must stimulate a significant cultural change, 
argue some scholars, among all who participate in local welfare sys-
tems—bureaucrats, outside service providers, and welfare recipients. 
Cultural change is needed to bring about a wholesale reorientation in 
the purpose of welfare—away from the idea of entitlement and toward 
a culture of work and a system that is more attentive to the needs of em-
ployers (Hercik 1998; Kazis and Seltzer 2000). The PRWORA shifted 
federal welfare policy to a work first approach. It did so by limiting 
the training benefits of welfare recipients (now called TANF, or Tem-
porary Assistance for Needy Families) and emphasizing instead quick 
placement in private sector jobs or government workfare (in the latter, 
individuals carry out work assignments, often in government positions, 
for their welfare benefits). The work first school of thought holds that 
welfare recipients benefit more over the long run through immediate 
employment than from formal education. Jobs teach individuals how to 
show up on time, balance work and family responsibilities, and other 
so-called soft skills, as well as hard skills such as typing and filing, 
through on-the-job training. The debate in work first circles today is 
over the extent to which state welfare systems should also offer TANF 
recipients opportunities for education as a companion to working (El-
liott, Spangler, and Yorkievitz 1998; Strawn 1999; Golonka and Matus-
Grossman 2001).
Regardless of a state’s position toward education’s role in welfare 
reform, the literature on reinventing government assumes that the state 
(or local) government almost exclusively will become the policy entre-
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preneur and do all the steering of everyone else—both service providers 
and TANF recipients. What I have found, however, by investigating the 
welfare reform environment in New York City is that, although the state 
and local governments have dominated in shaping the practices of em-
ployment and training providers in the city, they are not the only ones 
doing the steering. In addition, there are strong policy entrepreneurs 
outside of government who are pushing back. With this resistance, they 
influence government policies as well. The significance of this finding 
is that we should not assume that only governments do the steering in 
devolved states—an assumption of the literature to date. Instead, an in-
terplay of government versus grass-roots entrepreneurs makes reinvent-
ing government a nonlinear process. It also complicates our predictions 
and future evaluations of various localities’ welfare reform outcomes. 
This chapter sheds light on the reinventing government debate by 
studying community colleges in New York City’s strong workfare en-
vironment—one which puts most of its faith in the power of work to 
alter welfare recipients’ future earnings. Through detailed case studies 
of two such colleges in New York—Hostos and LaGuardia community 
colleges—I aim to answer two questions: 1) How specifically have the 
state and city’s workfare-oriented policies affected existing education 
programming for welfare recipients at these institutions? and 2) Have 
curricular innovations come to a complete halt, or have community col-
leges found ways to innovate in spite of this policy setting? What fol-
lows is, first, a description of New York’s workfare policies and, second, 
the strategic response of two community colleges that have continued 
innovating in the educational area in spite of the state and city’s relative 
lack of support for training.1
WELFARE REFORM, WORKFARE, AND TRAINING
Devolution of programmatic responsibility for welfare reform could 
result in 50 different state experiments on the best way to move individ-
uals from welfare dependency to self-sufficiency. Both George Pataki, 
governor of New York, and Rudolph Giuliani, former mayor of New 
York City, have seen themselves as taking the lead in workfare in the 
country. The state and the city both enacted workfare programs before 
Congress passed the PRWORA in 1996. Under its workfare provisions, 
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New York City has put to work the largest number of welfare recipients 
of any metropolitan area in the United States.
Although the federal law stipulates that vocational training may 
substitute for only 12 months of a TANF recipient’s work activities, 
each of the states has flexibility in determining the balance between 
school and work by identifying what constitutes “school” or “work” 
and through various supports provided for these activities. Hence, each 
state can steer the actors in its welfare system either toward workfare 
exclusively or toward a system in which opportunities for more school-
ing are integrated. Observers classify the state systems as follows: 
1) those that do not encourage schooling but only promote workfare 
among TANF recipients (13 states), 2) those that moderately encour-
age schooling (allowing postsecondary education to meet 12 months 
of work activity—12 states), and 3) those that strongly do so (allowing 
postsecondary education to meet more than 12 months of work activ-
ity—22 states) (Greenberg, Strawn, and Plimpton 2000). Four states, 
including New York, allow their counties to determine such welfare 
rules within a broad state law. In New York State’s case, New York City 
has amplified the state’s leaning toward workfare over education.
Many see the Family Support Act, which President Reagan endorsed 
and Congress passed in 1988, as the inspiration for states to begin ex-
perimenting heavily with workfare programs (Albelda and Tilly 1997; 
Casey 1998; Leon 1995).2 New York State ran workfare programs in the 
early 1990s under this act, primarily for its Home Relief (HR), or gen-
eral assistance, population. With Pataki’s entrance as governor in 1995, 
he and the legislature worked together to broaden the workfare program 
to include all public assistance recipients while limiting education and 
training benefits. Because New York is one of the few states in which 
local governments maintain responsibility for designing, implementing, 
and partially funding public assistance programs, local governments 
decide the extent to which they want to make a tradeoff of training for 
workfare. 
Giuliani was equally enthusiastic about emphasizing work. New 
York City policy formally allows TANF recipients to count 12 months 
of postsecondary education as a work activity. Moreover, through vari-
ous initiatives, including luring Wisconsin’s Jason Turner (the workfare 
guru who drew headlines for his state policy of not counting educa-
tion as a work activity) to run its Welfare-to-Work program, New York 
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City has also fashioned a strong workfare environment for its welfare 
recipients. The city started the NYC Way program in 1995, which com-
bined workfare with a more rigorous eligibility and address verification 
program. This helped cut city welfare rolls and related financial obliga-
tions. New York City, housing about 70 percent of the state’s welfare 
population (but only 40 percent of the state’s overall population), must, 
under state regulations, shoulder approximately 70 percent of the total 
local governmental share in welfare payments (Leon 1995; Weir 1997; 
Casey 1998).3 In the first program year, the city cut the number of pub-
lic assistance cases by 60 percent (Leon 1995). 
In 1997, the state legislature formalized its workfare initiative with 
the Welfare Reform Act (Mannix et al. 1998). New York City’s revised 
workfare program under the state legislation is called the Work Expe-
rience Program (WEP). The WEP, administered by the city’s Human 
Resources Administration (HRA), places the highest priority on work-
fare, which averaged about 35,000 participants monthly in 1998, rather 
than on facilitating education and training (Casey 1998).4 Casey states 
that “while the City does not publish the number of welfare recipients 
in education and training activities, education and training providers 
say that the City’s policies have caused sharp declines in activities such 
as English as a Second Language (ESL), basic literacy, GED, and vo-
cational training. City University (CUNY) reports that the number of 
welfare parents in the CUNY system has declined from about 26,000 to 
about 13,000” (1998, p. 14). 
The drop in CUNY enrollments, due to the HRA’s practice of chan-
neling TANF recipients into workfare versus education and training, 
is confirmed by other sources including many of the respondents in-
terviewed for this research. HRA intake staff discouraged schooling 
in two ways: 1) by placing welfare recipients into workfare without 
mentioning their right to some college and vocational training, and 2) 
by showing an unwillingness to designate WEP sites near college cam-
puses, which would aid those wanting to combine workfare and college 
(Mannix et al. 1998; Casey 1998).
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POLICY IMPACTS ON NEW YORK CITY’S COMMUNITY 
COLLEGES
How has this workfare policy environment influenced training of-
ferings within the city’s community colleges and other two-year institu-
tions? Citywide, New York’s community colleges and other two-year 
postsecondary institutions offer less programming and support services 
for TANF recipients than their counterparts nationwide. One could con-
clude that the overly rigid workfare policy environment that New York 
City and State present have caused this outcome. However, we also find 
that a subset of New York colleges have developed TANF programming 
in spite of this environment. In a survey of all postsecondary institu-
tions in New York City, which we report on elsewhere (see Meléndez 
et al. 2002), we found that, as a group, these institutions are less likely 
to undertake special programming for TANF recipients, compared to 
similar schools nationally.5 New York City institutions also are much 
less likely to offer TANF and other non-traditional students alternatives 
to full-time study, like non-degree or certificate programs (Table 10.1).
The survey findings lend support to an argument that this lag in in-
stitutional innovation for TANF students is due to the relative lack of 
city and state support for TANF training in the strict workfare policy 
environment of New York City. Hence, local governments in the city 
are effectively steering the behavior of service providers in this policy 
environment. A subset of the New York colleges, however, shows a dif-
ferent pattern. These two-year colleges—all belonging to the City Uni-
versity of New York (CUNY) system—show a high rate of involvement 
Table 10.1  Community Colleges Offering Programs or Services for  
 Students with Special Needs (%)
Type of program or service USa NYC CUNY
Low reading or math skills 80.9 70.6 100.0
Lack of high school diploma or GED 70.4 52.9 83.3
Poor work history 50.0 35.3 66.7
Students with young children 60.5 52.9 83.3
Substance abuse problems 29.4 17.6 16.7
a From general sample in Meléndez et al. 2002.
SOURCE: Meléndez et al. 2002; author’s calculations.
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in programming for TANF students, other non-traditional students, and 
students with special learning needs (Tables 10.1 and 10.2). How have 
the CUNY colleges developed programming for TANF recipients? What 
tactics and features characterize those that have been the most innovative? 
Answers to these questions come from studies of the two CUNY com-
munity colleges, Hostos and LaGuardia. CUNY is a network of 11 senior 
(or four-year) and six community colleges. LaGuardia, with 11,000 stu-
dents, and Hostos, with 4,200, represent the third largest and the smallest 
of the community colleges in this system (CUNY 1997). These cases 
show that TANF programming can result in workfare-oriented policy 
environments when institutions pursue innovative means, pedagogies, 
or institutional structures to work around a workfare system.
Innovative Means
Educational opportunities for welfare recipients have expanded in 
some New York institutions because of the activities of different in-
stitutional activists. These activists are also policy entrepreneurs but 
are lodged outside of local government. Although they “row,” by tak-
ing direction from government agencies, they also “steer.” The activists 
believe that for the work first philosophy to succeed, TANF recipients 
require access to training so they can build a long-term career path that 
will move them out of poverty. Key activists have included welfare 
rights organizations, CUNY “Central” as the umbrella administration 
Table 10.2  Program Offerings for TANF Students by Institutions with  
 TANF-Specific Programs (%)
Type of program colleges offer USa NYCb
Degree programs 71.2 100.0
Nondegree programs 82.7 60.0
Coursework to develop soft skills 96.2 100.0
Preparatory courses 90.4 60.0
Short-term training programs 84.9 60.0
Tutorial programs 81.1 80.0
Internships with employers 77.4 80.0
a From general sample in Meléndez et al. 1999.
b TANF programs are only in CUNY schools and one other institution.
SOURCE: Meléndez et al. 1999; author’s calculations.
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for multiple colleges, and staff activists within individual colleges that 
serve TANF recipients directly. 
Welfare rights activists 
After continued protests by New York’s highly organized welfare 
rights organizations, the HRA modified its practices that discouraged 
TANF recipients from seeking training. Litigation, trying to reform 
workfare, took an early lead in New York. Issues that the Welfare Law 
Center, the Legal Aid Society, and others in the city’s welfare-rights 
movement have contested include the following: 1) illegal diversion of 
welfare recipients from benefits, 2) low-quality child care placements 
for TANF-covered children, 3) lack of workplace safety for workfare 
participants, 4) unwillingness of nonprofit organizations to become 
WEP sites, 5) illegal denial of food stamp and Medicaid assistance, and 
6) payment of below prevailing wages for workfare placements, con-
trary to a New York State Supreme Court decision (Abramovitz 1997; 
Mannix et al. 1998; Laarman 1998; Casey 1998; NASW 1999; WLC 
1999).
In regard to educational rights, the Welfare Law Center and the Le-
gal Aid Society brought a class-action suit on behalf of all TANF recipi-
ents against the HRA over its policy of assigning recipients to WEP ac-
tivities regardless of their desire for education or training. The plaintiffs 
in this case, single parents on welfare who were enrolled in education or 
training programs, charged that the city’s policy violated the state law 
requiring that individualized assessments and employability plans be 
made for each TANF recipient and that assignments be made according 
to recipient preferences when possible (Mannix et al. 1998).6
The original plaintiff, Evelyn Davila, for example, was enrolled in 
an 11-month medical technician program but was told by the city to 
give this up and take a WEP assignment in order to continue receiving 
her welfare payments.7 In July 2003, the TANF recipients won the case 
on appeal in the Supreme Court of the State of New York. Fisher reports 
that “under the agreement, the city must assess the needs of welfare 
recipients and come up with ‘employability plans’ which may include 
job training or additional schooling. Recipients can appeal those plans 
if they disagree with them. The settlement also allows attorneys from 
the Welfare Law Center to monitor the city’s efforts” (2003, p. 1).
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Hence, broad-based organizing and protests have been key mecha-
nisms by which New York City’s welfare reform laws and agency prac-
tices, including those related to postsecondary education, have been 
modified to encourage education and training alongside work. Activism 
by CUNY’s central administration—as I will describe next—has also 
been crucial to the educational offerings that do exist today for TANF 
recipients.
CUNY Central 
In the 1980s and early 1990s, CUNY’s central offices worked close-
ly with the City’s HRA under Mayor Dinkin’s administration to develop 
educational programming and services for the poor. This early institu-
tional support helped set up several programs and services for welfare-
receiving students. Although some of the programs have ceased to exist 
under the current climate of welfare reform, these earlier efforts have 
stimulated the individual CUNY colleges to begin thinking of program-
ming for welfare recipients. 
In the early period, the central CUNY office established the Center 
for College Options, which played a support and liaison role for pub-
lic assistance recipients wanting to enter CUNY by helping them with 
financial aid, testing, remedial work and other hurdles. In addition, in 
1993, CUNY created the College Opportunity to Prepare for Employ-
ment (COPE) program, its brainchild to encourage AFDC recipients to 
gain college credits and skills as a means to achieve eventual financial 
independence. HRA intake staff readily referred appropriate welfare re-
cipients to CUNY colleges for enrollment in this program. 
CUNY and the City’s HRA initially designed the COPE program 
to move single, welfare-receiving parents through at least two years of 
college and an associate degree program. These credentials offer career-
focused skills, entry to semi-skilled jobs, and a foothold in a potential 
lifetime career that could involve further education. With this as their 
goal, COPE program staff focused on the retention and graduation of 
students. Prior to welfare reform, the COPE program consisted of three 
components. First, the program targeted only a subset of welfare-receiv-
ing students. For instance, the first year’s COPE cohort represented only 
11 percent and 14 percent of all eligible students at Hostos and LaGuar-
dia, respectively.8 Staff selected these first COPE participants according 
to their potential for future employability and their college readiness. 
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A second component of this early COPE program was to move each 
incoming cohort of students through as much of the academic experi-
ence together as possible. Staff arranged block scheduling of classes 
so that all COPE students attended classes only with one another; this 
facilitated peer studying, joint use of tutors, and peer counseling. The 
third program component involved support services offered to students, 
which included everything from personal and academic counseling to 
specialized workshops and job placement.
Before welfare reform, COPE students could attend college full or 
part time and receive welfare stipends and other training related expens-
es (TREs) for up to three years. This meant that an early COPE program 
participant’s day would be composed exclusively of classes, studying, 
and time spent receiving counseling and other support services until she 
finished a two-year degree. Child care responsibilities were balanced 
against this academic work. Controlling for entering characteristics and 
skill levels, researchers who compared COPE students with other wel-
fare-receiving CUNY students found that COPE students made faster 
progress toward a degree compared with similar non-COPE students at 
the same colleges (Gittell et al. 1996).9 Hence, COPE, which had been 
put in place because of CUNY Central’s support, offered a subset of 
welfare-receiving students the services they needed to gain skills and 
credentials.
Staff activists 
After the PRWORA of 1996, COPE underwent significant changes. 
At first, the city reduced TREs to two years and initiated workfare re-
quirements of 20 hours a week for all TANF recipients. Then, in 1998, 
it reduced TREs to 12 months and increased the work requirement to 
35 hours (ten more than the state’s mandate). Now, an incoming TANF-
receiving COPE student can obtain a year’s exemption from WEP to 
take occupationally oriented classes (TREs can no longer be used for 
academic classes that lead to transfer to a four-year college), but of-
ten also must work. Typically, she will take a full load of 12–15 class 
credits (up from 5 allowable class credits before the settlement of the 
Davila lawsuit in 2003). The remaining 20–23 hours to meet the full 
work requirement must be spent in an internship, work study, WEP 
assignment, or job. The second and remaining years in school are not 
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covered by TREs, so the student must work 35 hours weekly along with 
attending school. 
At the same time the COPE program moved to the performance-
based payment system instituted by the HRA, CUNY also expanded the 
COPE program rolls. This has watered down programmatic support for 
each participant. Under the new HRA guidelines, student retention and 
graduation are no longer compensable program goals. Currently, COPE 
staff secure program funding if, and only if, they place TANF recipients 
in jobs. The city will even pay colleges for placing TANF recipients in 
jobs who have never enrolled in classes. After welfare reform, CUNY 
increased the number of campuses offering COPE (from an initial four 
community college campuses to 10) and opened it to all welfare-re-
ceiving students without increasing the overall COPE budget. This has 
tripled the size of the COPE programs at Hostos and LaGuardia in num-
bers of participants while cutting individual program budgets. These 
changes, therefore, have placed significant financial pressures on the 
ability of staff to assist individual TANF students. 
Because of the program’s expansion, as well as an explosion in the 
HRA’s workfare-related reporting requirements, COPE counselors now 
help students negotiate the HRA and WEP assignments rather than deal 
with personal or financial issues as they had before. They have also 
successfully intervened to make their TANF students’ days logistically 
possible. Initially, workfare job placements were mostly in Brooklyn—
a significant distance to travel from Hostos, LaGuardia, and some other 
CUNY campuses. This made the logistics of getting back and forth to 
work, school, and the HRA office for reporting requirements impossible 
as a daily regimen, prompting various staff responses to find a solu-
tion. Initially, CUNY colleges joined with TANF recipients to protest 
this arrangement. This led the state legislature in 1997 to mandate that 
college students be placed in workfare jobs at or near their colleges. 
Even after this mandate, however, the city was slow in complying, tak-
ing more than two years to register the CUNY colleges as legitimate 
workfare settings and excluding two from ever getting this designation 
(Arenson 1998; New York Times 1998). The two left out were Hostos 
and the Borough of Manhattan Community College. Since those two 
are situated in Democratic strongholds, some observers attribute this 
to politics. 
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As a result, Hostos’ staff had to find a different solution to help its 
welfare-receiving students stay in school under workfare. Because the 
city did not designate Hostos as a WEP site, its TANF students must 
either travel to an external WEP assignment or be involved in an intern-
ship or federal work study assignment. Since work study funding can 
be used for on-campus work assignments, Hostos’ financial aid office 
has aggressively pursued this funding. It led all of CUNY’s commu-
nity colleges in the use of the work study assignments for its students, 
covering 61 percent of its welfare-receiving students in 1998. In fact, 
in early 1998, more than half (57 percent) of all CUNY COPE students 
who utilized work study positions in lieu of WEP assignments were at 
Hostos (Table 10.3). This share declined later in the year, simply be-
cause other CUNY colleges followed Hostos’ lead and began utilizing 
work study more fully.
COPE staff at both colleges have been remarkably resilient. The 
COPE programs at Hostos and LaGuardia now represent the largest 
and most successful (in terms of job placements) within the CUNY sys-
tem. Each has grown threefold since its first year of operation; currently 
800–900 students receive services at each campus. The two colleges 
make the highest job placements among all CUNY COPE programs. 
For example, during the 1997–1998 school year, each of these two pro-
grams placed about 100 students in jobs, representing about half the 
placements made by COPE staff at CUNY’s six community colleges 
and one-third the number made at its 11 senior colleges.10 Furthermore, 
Hostos and LaGuardia have dealt successfully with budget cutbacks. 
They have devised different, but equally successful, mechanisms that 
help students carry out their WEP assignments on-site and negotiate the 
often burdensome HRA bureaucracy. In addition, the staff at each col-
lege try to link students with work experiences that employ degree-re-
lated skills, both at their WEP placements and, later, on their first jobs. 
What we see here, then, is that the overly restrictive workfare poli-
cies that New York City’s HRA has put in place have become less so 
through the innovative tactics of a variety of actors. The actors have 
successfully litigated or pressured policymakers to ensure that TANF 
recipients can claim their educational rights. Unique pedagogical phi-




Table 10.3  Use of WEP Exemptions and Nontraditional Programming in CUNY (%)




colleges Hostos C.C. LaGuardia C.C.
WEP exemptions within COPE
Work study (Spring 1998) 100 81 57 18
Work study (Fall 1998) 100 87 36 9
Internships (Spring 1998) 100 96 20 75
Internships (Fall 1998) 100 87 38 24
Welfare recipient enrollment (1998) 100 53 9 8
Nontraditional programming
Continuing ed. enrollment (Fall 1997) 100 45 1 19
Certificate prog. enrollment (Fall 1997) 100 43 2 6
Total enrollment (1997) 100 37 2 6
SOURCE: CUNY COPE statistics, 1999; CUNY Student Data Book, Fall 1997.
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Innovative Pedagogies
Within CUNY, Hostos and LaGuardia take innovative pedagogical 
approaches to their students. Hostos’ mission is to provide “educational 
opportunities leading to socio-economic mobility for first and second 
generation Hispanics, African Americans, and other residents of New 
York City who have encountered significant barriers to higher educa-
tion.”11 LaGuardia has a similar mission to that of Hostos but carries it 
out differently. 
Bilingual college
Since its founding, Hostos has followed a bilingual educational 
model, one that focuses on Hispanic adult learners with limited Eng-
lish proficiency. Since more than two-thirds of Hostos students claim 
a Caribbean ancestry and list Spanish as their native language, the col-
lege offers a Spanish-English learning environment. Furthermore, Hos-
tos students are more likely than other community college students at 
CUNY to have an out-of-state or foreign high school degree (31 percent 
versus 15 percent for the system as a whole), a GED (31 percent versus 
24 percent), and difficulties passing the CUNY skills assessment tests 
(55 percent did not pass any tests at Hostos versus 35 percent CUNY-
wide). Hostos students, in general, also require much more support than 
those in the rest of CUNY. This is because they are more likely than 
students in any of CUNY’s other community colleges to be poor (two-
thirds came from households making less than $15,000 in 1997 versus 
42 percent from the system as a whole) and supporting children (61 
percent versus 36 percent, respectively) or functioning as a single par-
ent (43 percent versus 17 percent) (CUNY 1997). 
The bilingual component includes these special services: bilingual 
administrative functions, college orientation, counseling and advising, 
tutoring and instruction, cultural activities, and library materials. Al-
though Hostos has been lauded in the past for its bilingual approach, 
more recently it has come under increasing criticism for failure to move 
its graduates into an English environment. When a significant number 
of its graduating class failed a writing exam that CUNY’s trustees im-
posed university-wide as a belated requirement for graduation, the col-
lege’s president was asked to resign (Arenson 1998). Today, the college 
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is working on improving test scores among its student body, according 
to its special needs (Varro 2004).
Co-op model 
LaGuardia is the only cooperative education college within CUNY. 
The co-op model allows the college to create a stronger link between 
the classroom and the workplace. The college views this approach “as 
a particularly effective learning strategy for a New York City open en-
rollment institution; [the students of which are] essentially minority, 
low income and recent or first generation immigrants.”12 This approach 
helps students explore different career options and apply classroom 
concepts to work situations. Hence, it makes the transition from educa-
tion to employment more successful for them. The co-op program ac-
complishes this through the use of internships: full-time students must 
complete a related introductory course and two internships as part of 
their degree programs. LaGuardia had wanted to go further with the 
co-op experience and boost the number of required internships but has 
been restrained by CUNY so that it does not stray too far from a tradi-
tional academic model. Even so, because of its philosophy LaGuardia 
outpaces all other CUNY institutions in the use of internships; in early 
1998, 75 percent of all CUNY COPE students gaining a WEP exemp-
tion to fulfill an internship were enrolled at LaGuardia (Table 10.3). 
This amount declined as other COPE programs began to learn from La-
Guardia and use internships more to avoid unrelated WEP assignments 
for their students. 
Cluster learning
Another key educational innovation at LaGuardia is the widespread 
use of “learning communities” or “clusters” throughout the College. 
Clusters involve combining two or more courses for a group of students 
to take together. LaGuardia staff started pairing ESL students together in 
their non-language courses in the 1980s. Since then, the idea has spread 
to the whole college. Staff have found that students in clusters get bet-
ter grades than if they were to take the course alone, because students 
who take the same classes can study together as well as offer peer sup-
port and advice on personal issues. Faculty members in cluster courses 
also plan their courses together and integrate what they are teaching so 
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that information offered in one class supports that in another. The staff 
(faculty and counselors) form clusters by combining students with simi-
lar educational interests into a human resources cluster, an accounting 
cluster, and so forth. 
Hence, both of these “best practice” organizations have developed 
innovative pedagogies that are intended to facilitate learning among 
non-traditional adult learners. Even so, limits have been placed on these 
pedagogical innovations by the wider CUNY administration, which is 
resisting pushing these innovative models to the extreme. A final set 
of innovations in the colleges’ structure has also taken place, in part to 
circumvent other CUNY restrictions which limit the ability of college 
staff to fit into the new workfare regulations.
 
Innovative Structures
One hurdle that CUNY presents to college staff wanting to develop 
new programming for their TANF students is the lengthy time it takes 
for the bureaucracy to approve new credit-bearing degrees or programs. 
For example, staff at Hostos estimate it took four years to get the final 
approval needed from CUNY to begin operating a new LPN certificate 
program. This delay becomes particularly problematic given that the 
HRA will only allow for a year of training to take place, yet the as-
sociate degrees offered by CUNY’s community colleges take at least 
two years to finish. LaGuardia has been especially innovative here. By 
building up a substantial adult education division, it has provided an 
alternative academic structure—albeit one that does not confer credit—
for developing short-term training programs for TANF recipients and 
others. LaGuardia is clearly the leader here; of the almost 28,000 people 
enrolled in adult continuing education classes among all 17 colleges 
within the CUNY system, almost 20 percent attend LaGuardia (Table 
10.3). In addition, LaGuardia utilizes this division to house a develop-
ment corporation that can make more direct ties with business, facilitat-
ing placement of its students in internships and jobs beyond what a tra-
ditional college can offer. These specific initiatives include LaGuardia’s 
Project Enable and its HRA-funded Vocational Work Study (VOWS) 
program, its Adult Career Counseling and Resource Center’s job search 
and training components, and its Urban Center for Economic Develop- 
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ment—all located within the college’s Adult and Continuing Education 
Division (ACE). 
Project Enable and VOWS
Project Enable runs several training programs for homeless heads-
of-household, other public assistance recipients, and the low-income 
unemployed. It operates programs on-site in shelters, in transitional 
housing, and on campus. Recently, it began an HRA-funded pilot proj-
ect for TANF recipients, the Vocational Work Study (VOWS) project. 
VOWS offers training in computerized office skills to participants who 
concurrently carry out workfare assignments within the New York City 
Housing Authority (NYCHA). Participants work at NYCHA three days 
a week and come to LaGuardia for all-day training on the fourth and 
fifth days in skills related to their work assignment. The training pro-
gram follows an “open entry–open exit” model; welfare recipients enter 
training whenever they are ready. Staff run the training in short modules 
that offer novel instructional techniques such as peer and small group 
instruction to better meet participants’ needs. The project’s staff is try-
ing to convince the HRA and the city that short-term training can be 
effective and also be integrated into workfare settings. The NYCHA has 
hired several trainees as full-time staff, indicating the project’s success 
as a training program.
Adult Career Counseling and Resource Center
Another way that LaGuardia works with welfare recipients is 
through the Adult Career Counseling and Resource Center (ACCRC), 
housed in Adult and Continuing Education. The center serves “all adult 
students enrolled in noncredit continuing education classes and com-
munity residents who want to explore career changes and enter or re-
enter the job market.”13 ACCRC assists welfare recipients through sev-
eral programs, including its Job Search Skills Program, its Work First 
Center, and the InVEST Pilot Program. 
The Job Search Skills Program helps single individuals find jobs—
people who have applied for public assistance and have waited sev-
eral months for benefits. ACCRC staff teach participants job seeking 
skills (e.g., interviewing techniques, how to identify likely employers) 
and offer access to computers, phones, and a job placement specialist. 
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Also housed under ACCRC is one of the HRA’s Work First centers—an 
unusual partnership since most Work First centers are located in com-
munity-based organizations. As a Work First Center, ACCRC receives 
referrals from the HRA; it teaches these TANF recipients job seeking 
skills and provides help in finding jobs. 
The ACCRC also offers New York State’s pilot program InVEST, 
as do three other organizations throughout the state. The Individual Vo-
cational Education and Skills Training Program (InVEST) involves a 
collaboration of four agencies: the state Department of Employment, 
the Higher Education Service Corporation, CUNY, and the HRA. This 
program offers training vouchers to public assistance recipients who 
are working but earn so little that they still depend on welfare. The goal 
is to enhance their skills so they can obtain a job that will take them 
off welfare. HRA offers the client six months of TREs to take a course 
that can lead to better employment. The Family Institute, a component 
within LaGuardia’s ACE that operates programs to promote schooling 
among the poor and educationally disadvantaged, designed six-month 
programs in computer information systems and computer repair for the 
pilot.14 Since ACE houses both Work First and the InVEST training 
program, it can identify those applicants who are eligible for six months 
of training when they come in for job seeking assistance. HRA pays for 
this noncredit bearing short-term training. 
Regardless of these innovations, however, no source finances con-
tinuing education that may lead to certificates or degrees for those who 
are working. As the ACCRC director explains, “What is missing from 
this system is a middle ground, where people can obtain financial aid 
for more vocational training,…funds that can support training for low 
income individuals who want to continue their education and training 
but do not have sufficient resources to pay for these programs. An ex-
ample would be those individuals who leave public assistance but are 
still in low level jobs.” 
Although LaGuardia has excelled at providing short-term, non-
credit training through its continuing education division and two-year 
associate degrees through its other programs, it has done relatively little 
in the way of offering certificate programs. For instance, whereas 9,576 
of its students enrolled in continuing education courses in 1997, only 
44 were enrolled in one-year certificate programs (CUNY 1997). Even 
so, the college’s 6 percent share of CUNY enrollment in certificate pro-
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grams mirrors its share of overall enrollment (Table 10.3). One-year 
certificate programs earn credit that the student can later apply toward 
an associate or a bachelor’s degree. The creation of certificate programs 
has been underutilized in much of CUNY because of the overly lengthy 
approval process, which discourages the establishment of shorter but 
credit-bearing programs. 
As with other COPE Programs at CUNY, LaGuardia has on staff 
its own job placement specialist who nurtures contacts with local em-
ployers. However, since she also works out of LaGuardia’s ACCRC, 
she is well integrated with the range of job development activities for 
all of the College’s TANF recipients, not just those who are full-time 
students. Therefore she has the ability to make linkages among LaGuar-
dia’s programs for TANF recipients in order to set up longer-term ca-
reer ladders. At the same time, employers are regularly involved in the 
college’s economic development activities, which further strengthens 
job linkages. Even though the activities have not been formally coor-
dinated, the pieces are all there at LaGuardia, which should, over time, 
facilitate formal career ladder planning for welfare recipients. These 
economic development activities are substantial and involve the efforts 
of the LaGuardia Urban Center for Economic Development (LUCED) 
and its participation in CUNY’s Quality Consortium, its Taxi and Lim-
ousine Institute, and its partnership, along with other educational insti-
tutions, in the Communications Managers Association. Each is briefly 
profiled below.
LaGuardia’s economic development corporation, LUCED, was cre-
ated within the college’s Adult and Continuing Education Division in 
the mid-1980s to offer education and training programs to private, pub-
lic, and nonprofit sector organizations. The center designs and holds 
customized training sessions, offers workshops for businesses (one is 
“Government Contracting for Minority and Women Entrepreneurs”), 
links these firms to the college’s co-op program and its student interns, 
and provides technical assistance and training to entrepreneurs and 
small businesses. LUCED’s Preparing for Profit (PREP) Program and 
Entrepreneurial Assistance Center specifically target minorities, wom-
en, and small businesses. Each year LaGuardia places more than 2,000 
interns in 600 local companies, in part through LUCED contacts.15
LUCED’s total quality management component conducts programs 
for businesses wanting to improve the quality of their products and 
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services through worker training programs and technical assistance. In 
the early 1990s, LUCED held its first conference on quality manage-
ment for small business, after which it developed a program to offer 
affordable consulting on this issue to local small businesses. In 1998, 
funds from the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation allowed LUCED to expand 
these services. The college’s Industrial Management Resource Program 
(IMRP) now conducts the program and offers services jointly with the 
Long Island City Business Development Corporation.16 
LaGuardia’s Taxi and Limousine Institute was cofounded and is 
funded by the city’s Taxi and Limousine Commission. The Institute 
offers continuing education courses to all drivers in accordance with 
the commission’s training requirements and to date has prepared over 
45,000 people to qualify for a taxi license.17 Another way for LaGuardia 
to connect with New York companies and help serve both company and 
student interests is through membership in industry associations and 
partnerships, like the regional Communications Managers Association, 
for which it offers educational advice. These connections also help the 
college run a successful co-op program, making important employment 
links for its students.
CONCLUSION
The findings of this work indicate that workfare settings, and the 
incentives or disincentives that states and cities provide, can hamper 
employment and training innovations developed for TANF recipients. 
However, in such settings, as in New York City, other actors in the policy 
environment also play a significant steering function. As Brettschneider 
(2001) notes, actors can counter top-down planning that does not meet 
their needs through a variety of mechanisms such as litigation, adver-
sarial tactics, or interorganizational collaboration. Some of New York’s 
community colleges, in league with other nonprofits and TANF recipi-
ents, have used these tactics and others to try to increase employment 
and training opportunities in a strong workfare regime. Hence, colleges 
like Hostos and LaGuardia that are the “rowers” are also steering the 
work first debate from their position of influence. They are resisting a 
“race to the bottom” that some scholars (Lynch 1994) argue may occur 
in devolved governmental systems that are more interested in cutting 
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the costs of service provision than in solving intractable social prob-
lems like persistent poverty and welfare dependency. 
Both colleges needed an alternative vision to carry out a success-
ful “welfare-to-school-to-work” policy. They developed this vision, in 
part, through the efforts of CUNY Central and the HRA in previous 
educationally oriented city administrations. This alternative policy also 
received substantial support and definition from New York’s “workfare 
reform” legal and activist community. Both colleges have also been 
able to innovate TANF-specific programming through various staff 
efforts to make training accessible in spite of the limitations inherent 
in the broader policy environment. Both colleges encourage staff in-
novation through an active mission for serving the poor and through 
pedagogical philosophies that aim to motivate nontraditional students. 
In addition, LaGuardia’s Adult Education Division offers an organiza-
tional structure that is more flexible for creating new and unusual pro-
gramming. Because of these features, both colleges have been able to 
reshape New York’s rigid workfare regime to incorporate skill training 
for TANF recipients. Their efforts are particularly important as states 
now work to move the remaining TANF recipients off welfare—those 
that are least educated and skilled (Besharov 2004). Through such ef-
forts, they, along with local government, are reinventing welfare.
Notes
Portions of this chapter appeared previously in the Community College Journal of Re-
search and Practice, Vol. 27, No. 6, July 2003, and are republished by permission.
 
 1.  These colleges were chosen from a larger national survey because each offered 
programming targeted specifically at welfare recipients. See Meléndez et al. 
(2002) for results of the national survey.
 2. Leon (1995) and Casey (1998) also describe earlier federal efforts to stimulate 
workfare programming (e.g., President Johnson’s WIN program for AFDC re-
cipients in 1967) and state workfare provisions (e.g., the New York State Work 
Relief Program in 1959, which required that employable Home Relief clients 
work on Work Relief projects to secure their benefits).
 3.  For instance, in December 1997, New York City housed 817,000 welfare recipi-
ents out of a total of 1.16 million in the state (Casey 1998).
 4.  White (1997) states that although the City reported 38,000 WEP participants in 
early 1997, it placed 166,683 people into WEP from July 1995 through October 
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1996, or about 126,000 annually.
 5.  Peterson’s Guide to Two-Year Colleges (1999) lists 20 community colleges in 
New York City. Each of these was contacted for a telephone interview; 17 agreed 
to be interviewed. The full results of the survey are reported in Meléndez et al. 
(2002).
 6. In a case originally filed in 1996 as Davila v. Hammons, the plaintiffs won a 
preliminary injunction against the city in March 1997 in the Supreme Court of 
New York County. The city appealed this decision—in what was now the case of 
Davila v. Eggelston—and agreed to a settlement favoring the plaintiffs in 2003 
(Fisher 2003; Poverty Law Center n.d.).
 7. Initial critiques of New York City’s WEP program contend that it seldom led 
to skills enhancement or permanent jobs for the TANF recipients (Finder 1998; 
White 1997).
 8. These figures come from 1995 administrative records of the COPE programs at 
Hostos Community College and LaGuardia Community College.
 9. Characteristics included a student’s age, gender, welfare status, ethnicity, college 
of attendance, and high school group (i.e., whether high school degree was from 
a school in the New York City public, New York City private, New York State, or 
foreign/out-of-state system, or from a GED program).
 10. Taken from 1999 administrative records of the COPE programs at Hostos Com-
munity College and LaGuardia Community College.
 11. See “Hostos Community College,” http://www.hostos.cuny.edu/about/hostos01.
htm (accessed August 10, 2004).
 12. Taken from information on LaGuardia Community College’s Cooperative Edu-
cation Program at the college’s Web site, http://lagcc.cuny.edu (accessed May 
28, 1999).
 13. See “Adult and Continuing Education,” Programs, Adult Career Counseling and 
Resource Center, http://www.lagcc.cuny.edu/ace/new.htm (accessed August 10, 
2004).
 14. For more details on the programs of the Family Institute, see the United Way 
Web page, http://caresdb.uwnyc.org/cares/AgyRslt_45.cfm?AgyRec=2940 (ac-
cessed August 11, 2004).
 15. Taken from information on LaGuardia Community College’s Cooperative  Edu-
cation Program and LUCED at the college’s Web site, http://www.lagcc.cuny.
edu (accessed May 28, 1999).
 16. See “Industrial Management Resource Program,” http://www.lagcc.cuny.edu/
ace/imrp/index.html (accessed August 11, 2004).
 17. See “Adult and Continuing Education,” Programs, The New York City Taxi 
Driver Institute, http://www.lagcc.cuny.edu/ace/new.htm (accessed August 11, 
2004).
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